Locating Lakeside, Wisconsin: Neil Gaiman\u27s \u3ci\u3eAmerican Gods\u3c/i\u3e and the American Small-town Utopia by Jeunesse, Jake La
Volume 35 
Number 1 Article 4 
10-15-2016 
Locating Lakeside, Wisconsin: Neil Gaiman's American Gods and 
the American Small-town Utopia 
Jake La Jeunesse 
University of Minnesota Duluth 
Follow this and additional works at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore 
 Part of the Children's and Young Adult Literature Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Jeunesse, Jake La (2016) "Locating Lakeside, Wisconsin: Neil Gaiman's American Gods and the American 
Small-town Utopia," Mythlore: A Journal of J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and Mythopoeic 
Literature: Vol. 35 : No. 1 , Article 4. 
Available at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore/vol35/iss1/4 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by 
the Mythopoeic Society at SWOSU Digital Commons. It 
has been accepted for inclusion in Mythlore: A Journal of 
J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and 
Mythopoeic Literature by an authorized editor of SWOSU 
Digital Commons. An ADA compliant document is 
available upon request. For more information, please 
contact phillip.fitzsimmons@swosu.edu. 
To join the Mythopoeic Society go to: 
http://www.mythsoc.org/join.htm 
Mythcon 51: The Mythic, the Fantastic, and the Alien 
Albuquerque, New Mexico • Postponed to: July 30 – August 2, 2021 
Abstract 
Looks at a particular aspect of Neil Gaiman’s American Gods: its evocation of the quintessential 
American small town of Lakeside, Wisconsin. Lakeside is compared to similar small towns, with their 
more or less ambiguous undertones of insularity and something not quite right, in Jerome Bixby’s “It’s a 
Good Life,” Ray Bradbury’s Dandelion Wine, and Garrison Keillor’s A Prairie Home Companion. 
Additional Keywords 
Bixby, Jerome. “It’s a Good Life”; Bradbury, Ray. Dandelion Wine.; Gaiman, Neil. American Gods; Keillor, 
Garrison 
This article is available in Mythlore: A Journal of J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and Mythopoeic 
Literature: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore/vol35/iss1/4 
L o c a t i n g  L a k e s i d e ,  W i s c o n s i n : N e i l  
G a i m a n ' s  A m e r i c a n  G o d s  a n d t h e  
A m e r i c a n  S m a l l - T o w n  U t o p i a
J a k e  L a  J e u n e s s e
W h i l e  t r a v e l in g  th r o u g h  th e  to w n  o f  M e n o m o n ie , W isconsin , m y  
m o th er-in -law  asks, "Is th a t ice o u t on  th e  lake?" T h a t th e  response, "Yes, 
b u t th e  k lu n k er h a s  a lread y  fallen th ro u g h ,"  elicits lau g h te r from  th e  re s t of the 
car requ ires th ree  th ings. F irst, th a t everyone p re sen t m u s t h ave  read  N eil 
G a im an 's  American Gods a n d  recognize the  a llusion  to H in z e lm a n n 's  an n u a l 
sacrifice. Second, th a t a p o p u la r  cu ltu re  fo llow ing  h a s  dec id ed  G aim an 
d eve loped  th e  to w n  of L akeside u s in g  the  deta ils of M enom onie  a n d  posted  
th e ir hy p o th es is  com m unally . F inally , an d  p e rh ap s  m o s t im portan tly , th a t 
re ad e rs  h ave  en o u g h  curiosity  to  com b th e  In te rn e t in  search  of th is p iece of 
in fo rm ation . P lay ing  by  th e  ru les  of th e  In ternet, en o u g h  in fo rm ation  exists to 
confirm  this; m o re  th a n  one p e rso n  h a s  su ggested  it, a n d  no  one h a s  com pared  
th em  to H itler. O th e rs  how ever, h ave  su ggested  such  locations as Pelican  Lake, 
P ine  Lake, o r P arrish  (G ray), w h ile  o thers  satisfy  them selves w ith  th e  d iscovery  
of a real to w n  n am ed  L akeside. All of th em  assum e that, even  th o u g h  th e  tow n  
u ses  a p seu d o n y m , th a t G aim an  b a sed  it on  a to w n  from  W isconsin, an d  n o t any  
o th er state.
Yet read e rs  of th is  fan tasy  novel w an t L akeside to  exist. R u n n in g  an 
on line  search  for "A m erican G ods L akeside" tu rn s  u p  several pages in  w h ich  
peop le  p o st ideas a rg u in g  for th e  rea l-w o rld  location, w h ile  com m enters can 
coun te r w ith  th e ir o w n  argum en ts. O ne such  w ebsite  inc ludes such  a rg u m en ts  
as, "M y ow n  theo ry  ab o u t location  is Rice Lake, W I, w h ich  d o e sn 't  m a k e  any 
sense a t all b a sed  on  details from  the  book, b u t th e re 's  ju s t som eth ing  ab o u t Rice 
L ake w h ich  feels righ t,"  and , "H a te  to  b reak  it to  you, b u t desp ite  all the  
fo llow ing  of clues y o u 'v e  done, you  are  b e in g  taken  in  the w ro n g  direction. 
'L ak esid e ' is ac tua lly  M enom onie. I k n o w  because  I g rew  u p  there , a n d  clearly  
recogn ized  m a n y  of th e  locations m en tio n ed , a n d  also of note, it 's  w here  
G aim an  lives" (G ray). M ost peop le  suggest ev idence like this, c iting  either a 
feeling  or recogn ition  of a descrip tion  from  a beloved  h o m etow n . N early  
everyone ignores any  ev idence th a t d irec tly  con trad ic ts th e ir persona l 
hypo theses. T hese d iscussions h in t a t th e  type  of fascination  peop le  h av e  w ith
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th e  tow n, w h ich  seem ing ly  h o ld s  a perso n a l o r em o tional connection  w ith  the 
readers. Since m o s t of these  w ebsites d isp lay  a " ro a d  tr ip "  them e, a n d  since 
som e com m enters h av e  s ta ted  a desire  to  travel to L akeside , it seem s th a t 
G a im an 's  novel sets off re a d e rs ' d esire  to  quest so th ey  m a y  lite ra lly  find  the 
tow n.
T he tru e  location  of L akeside , of course, req u ires  m ore  scho larsh ip  th an  
th e  In te rn e t can  offer. O f th e  few  deta ils  G aim an  inc ludes ab o u t th e  to w n  in  the 
book, re ad e rs  find  p rob ab ly  th e  clearest descrip tion  of h o w  to fin d  it in  the 
o p en in g  caveat, w h ere  h e  sta tes th a t he  h a s  o bscu red  its location. M ore so th an  
o b scu ring  it, h e  p ro v id es several de ta ils  th a t su g g es t m u tu a lly  exclusive 
lo ca tio n s—very  few  of w hich , if any, suggest M enom onie. C o n sid erin g  these 
paradoxes , th e  to w n 's  location  m e a n s  n o th in g  w ith o u t also ad d re ss in g  the 
question  of w hy  read e rs  care en o u g h  to  ex p en d  th e  en erg y  th ey  do  in  f in d in g  it. 
In  a no v e l w h e re  ev e ry th in g  feels sym bolic an d  o th erw o rld ly , yet firm ly  roo ted  
to  rea l g e o g ra p h y —a characteristic  u n co m m o n  in  F a n ta sy —w h y  w o u ld  G aim an  
choose to  h id e  th is one location? O f course, h e  also obscu red  th e  location  of the 
w o rld  tree, b u t as m em b ers  of th e  on line  com m un ity  h av e  no ted , th is d o e sn 't 
in te rest peop le  as m u ch  as L akeside . P e rh ap s as th e  location  of S h ad o w 's  
apo theosis, read e rs  satisfy  them selves associa ting  it w ith  th e  non-local n a tu re  of 
th e  d iv ine. L akeside , on  th e  o th er h an d , em bod ies th e  m u n d a n e . T he n a tu re  of 
th e  novel to  m an ife s t p e o p le 's  beliefs in to  th e  physica l realm , th o u g h , suggests 
th a t the paradox ica l g eo g rap h y  of th e  to w n  itself h o ld s  m ean in g . This 
con trad ic to ry  evidence, w h en  closely exam ined , p ro d u ces  a g eo g rap h y  
suggestive  of th e  id ea  of the sm all-tow n-A m erica  u top ia , a techn ique  u se d  to  
exp la in  L ak esid e 's  existence v ia  its non-ex istence. G aim an  does th is to 
dem o n s tra te  th e  p o w er of th e  to w n 's  fictional re s id en ts  to strive for an d  create 
an  ideal w h ich  p o in ted ly  does n o t exist. T he n o v e l's  read e rs  m irro r  th is behav io r 
in  the ir desire  to find , an d  travel to, a rea l-w o rld  location  w ith  th e  qualities of 
A m erican  u top ia .
T hese non-fic tional travelers express a v e ry  sim ilar desire  as the 
fictional re s id en ts  of L akeside , a n d  m u c h  like th e  re s id en ts  they  are  loa the  to 
accep t th a t th is id ea lized  A m erica m a y  be fictional; for th e  travelers, th is  is qu ite  
literal, b u t th e  fascination  an d  affection for th e  sm all-tow n  m a k e  th is as 
m e tap h o rica l for th em  as it is for th e  characters in  th e  book. F u rth erm o re , these 
beliefs an d  th e ir inaccuracies are  p re sen t bo th  in  o th er w orks of fiction a n d  the ir 
in tersec tion  w ith  th e  non-fic tional w orld . Jerom e B ixby's " I t's  a Good L ife," R ay 
B rad b u ry 's  Dandelion Wine an d  G arrison  K eillo r's  L ake W obegon  stories all 
d ep ic t characters (and  in  K eillo r's case, read e rs  an d  listeners) en tran ced  and  
m y stified  b y  sm all-tow n  idealism , ob liv ious to  th e  d a rk e r sides of th is life. But 
th e  cognitive d issonance  em p loyed  to  p ro tec t th e ir facade ensu res th e ir u to p ia s ' 
fictional n a tu re .
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D esp ite  th e  sub jec t's  p o p u la r ity  online, the  scholars w h o  have w ritten  
ab o u t American Gods h ave  g en era lly  focused  on  b ro ad e r topics th a n  the 
g eo g rap h y  of th e  tow n. H ow ever, m a n y  of th em  tackle the  issue of belief, m y th , 
an d  th e  p e rson ified  fan tasy  elem en ts in  th e  novel. R u t B lom qvist defines a god  
in  the  novel as "consecra ted  ideas w h ich  either stem  from  pre-co lon ial N ative 
A m erican  a n d  im m ig ran t m y th , or m ate ria lize  from  n ew  p h en o m en a  such  as 
cap ita lism " (B lom qvist 10). This ex p lana tion  accounts for b o th  th e  o ld  gods and  
th e  n e w  gods, b u t B lom qvist sets th is  u p  as a b in a ry  system , w h ile  she sp en d s 
m u ch  of he r article d e ta ilin g  h o w  S hadow  aw akens to  the  com plex ity  an d  flaw s 
of a b in a ry  system . To w o rk  to w ard  th is com plexity , she describes th e  p rocess 
of "m yth ifica tion ," in  w h ich  p h en o m en a  n o t p a r t  of an y  trad itio n  or re lig ion  can 
take  on sym bolic aspects (B lom qvist 6) T he m yth ifica tion  p rocess is im portan t, 
as it allow s for th e  com plex ity  of b inaries  w ith in  B lom qvist's o w n  defin ition . 
T h ings can becom e m yth ified , even  if th ey  are  n e ith e r o ld  g ods n o r  new , an d  
L akeside can rep re sen t th e  m ystified  w o rsh ip  of an  idea, even  w ith o u t conscious 
kn o w led g e  of its w orsh ipers.
R ichard  R osenbaum  a ttem p ts  to  sim plify  these  m etaphysics, though , 
an d  p ro v id es an  ex p lana tion  for th e  existence of th e  n o v e l's  m an ifesta tions and  
person ifica tions reg ard less  of th e ir source. W ednesday , A nansi, C zernobog, 
M edia, a n d  all th e  o th er d iv ine  characters rep re sen t id e a s —form s, u n d e r  a 
P latonic m o d e l of p h ilo sophy . G aim an  sets u p  th a t th e  g ods m u s t h av e  h u m a n  
belief to surv ive, b u t R osenbaum  no tes  th a t certa in  concepts, such  as battle, 
w o u ld  still ex ist in  th e  h u m a n  w orld , even  w ith o u t belief in  it (R osenbaum  51). 
T his poses a ph ilosoph ical p ro b lem  in  exp la in ing  exactly  w h a t these  gods 
rep resen t, o r w h a t m ak es them . H e  solves th is b y  p ro p o s in g  G ottfre id  L e ibn iz 's  
ph ilo so p h y  of m onado logy , in  w h ich  im m ateria l com ponen ts called  m o n ad s  
w ill com bine in to  physica l m atte r, an d  th a t m o n ad s  serve as th e  basic b u ild in g  
b locks of all m a tte r  in  th e  un iverse . T his th eo ry  of m on ism , in  oppo sitio n  to  
D escartes 's  dualism , exp la ins th a t as m ore  an d  m ore  m o n ad s  c luster together, 
th ey  g a in  th e  po ten tia l for consciousness, a n d  if assem bled  correctly, can becom e 
a soul (R osenbaum  53-54). R osenbaum  offers an  exp lana tion  that, w h ile  roo ted  
in  theoretical ph ilo sophy , can account for th e  in te rre la tio n sh ip  betw een  
G a im an 's  gods, th e  w o rld  th ey  live in, an d  th e  beliefs of peop le  b o th  in  the  novel 
an d  read in g  th e  novel. A s m o n ad s  fo rm  ev ery th in g  on  th e  m o s t fu n d am en ta l 
level, R osenbaum  sees n o  conflict in  th e  id eas th a t one can in fluence ano ther on 
a sp iritua l level, w h ich  w o u ld  in  tu rn  p ro v id e  th e  possib ility  to  m an ifest as a 
change in  th e  physica l w orld , such  as th e  creation  of a g o d  or a tow n.
R osenbaum  offers an  id ea  w hich  m ay  su p p o r t an  in tu itive  assu m p tio n  
ab o u t th e  book; th a t beliefs a n d  faith  can a lter th e  w o rld , w h ich  a llow s u s  to 
d ra w  connections be tw een  id eas a n d  physica l constructs — such  as th e  g ods or 
th e  loca les—an d  m ore  abstrac t ideas h e ld  b y  a m u n d a n e  p o p u la tio n  ra re ly  seen
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in  the novel. W hile  a search  for th e  lite ra l in  a fan tasy  novel m a y  p rove  vain, he  
does open  the doo r to u n d e rs ta n d in g  h o w  th e  to w n  can e n d u re  in  sp ite  of the 
m a n y  d iscrepancies in  its characteristics. Sam, one of th e  n o v e l's  m ost 
significant, n o n -su p e rn a tu ra l h u m a n  characters w ho  h a s  roo ts in  L akeside, 
offers a m o no logue  rife w ith  pa rad o x  ab o u t th e  th in g s she believes (G aim an 394­
395). T he h u m a n  m in d , w h e th e r th ro u g h  lack of education , m isin fo rm ation , or 
even  w illfu l cognitive d issonance, does n o t h ave  to  reso lve con trad ic tions in  its 
o w n  v iew  of the  w o rld . T he incong ru ities of L ak esid e 's  descrip tion  a lm ost 
req u ire  u s  to  th in k  of it en tire ly  in  the  abstract, as a m an ifesta tion  of beliefs, an d  
th e  fact th a t Sam  h as  roo ts in  th e  to w n  fu rth e r em p h asizes th is link. Since 
L akeside p ro v id es u s  w ith  th e  on ly  g lim pse  of an  A m erican  com m un ity  show n 
in  the book, its re s id en ts  show  u s  th e  vast, y e t con trad ic to ry , beliefs th a t 
A m ericans ho ld . T his m an ifesta tion  of cognitive d issonance  can also explain  
h o w  G a im an 's  clues describ ing  th e  to w n 's  location  can m u tu a lly  exclude each 
other. R o sen b au m 's  m o n a d  p h ilo so p h y  su p p o rts  a credible leap  in to  the 
fan tastica l to  ind ica te  th a t those  beliefs p o w er the  w o rld  a ro u n d  them .
R oy B ossert illu stra tes, to  a sm all extent, th e  value  of belief to the 
characters of American Gods. By co m paring  it to  th e  s ta te  of A m erican  
ph ilo sophy , h e  describes th e  n eed  for G aim an 's  g ods to  stay  alive th ro u g h  "just 
en o u g h "  belief of th e ir follow ers, w h ich  leads to  a m ore  p rag m atic  p e rsona lity  
th a n  the idealistic  a n d  ph ilosoph ical gods w o rsh ip ed  in  E urope (B ossert 41). 
B ossert sta tes tha t, "R elig ion is an o p e ra tin g  system  for d ea ling  w ith  the  w orld , 
and , like o th er o p e ra tin g  system s, re lig ions n e e d  u p d a te s  to  stay  com patib le  
w ith  n e w  softw are a n d  h a rd w are"  (Bossert 45). By h a rd w are , h e  refers to  tools 
of w o rsh ip  th a t them selves m a y  becom e obsolete. "C zern o b o g 's  h am m er gives 
w ay  to  M ed ia 's  te lev ision  set. N ow , an  in d iv id u a l 's  su rv ival in  a first-w orld  
econom y d ep en d s  far m ore  on  o n e 's  ab ility  to  com m unicate  elec tron ically  th an  
it does on  the  ab ility  to p ro d u ce  an d  m an ip u la te  fire o r kill food" (Bossert 44). 
M ed ia  d o e sn 't n eed  to  w o rry  ab o u t h e r  ow n  surv ival, as A m ericans flock to 
television , rad io , n ew sp ap ers , an d  the  In te rne t, seeing  th em  as rew a rd in g  in  and  
of them selves, free ing  th e  g o d  b e h in d  th em  to exert a ph ilosoph ical influence 
over h e r fo llow ers. C zernobog , on  the  o th er h an d , faces a challenge in  a society 
w h ere  few  ever see ag ricu ltu re , an d  therefo re  m u s t concern  h im se lf w ith  the 
im portance  of h is  o w n  sym bolism  in  th e  lives of h u m an s . T his m ak es h im  m u ch  
less of an  influence, m u ch  less pow erfu l, th a n  M edia. U sin g  th e  exam ple of g o d s ' 
tools of w orsh ip , w e can see clearly  h o w  gods ev o lv e—or becom e ex tin c t—along  
w ith  the  n eed s  of a culture.
T he them e of con trad ic tion  of beliefs ap p ea rs  e lsew here  in  th e  novel, 
an d  R ay B ossert d raw s a tten tio n  to  th e  Buffalo M an, w ho  tells S hadow  to believe 
every th ing , w h ich  poses a d ifficu lt task  for anyone  try in g  to reconcile 
in co n g ru o u s id eas (Bossert 43), b u t faith , even  n o n -re lig ious faith , m otivates
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m u ch  of w h a t S hadow  does a n d  assists h is  surv ival. C erta in ly  the  p o w er of 
belief to affect charac te rs ' lives can also alter th e  physica l w o rld  itself. L akeside 
takes sh ap e  from  th e  belief in  Sm all-T ow n USA, an d  th a t sh ap e  reflects the 
con trad ic tions a n d  inconsistencies of believers, m an ifestin g  as a m yth ic  
g eo g rap h y
G regg  L ittm an 's  article "American Gods Is A ll Lies!" a ttem p ts  to 
va lida te  th e  n o v e l's  va lue  as lite ra tu re  in  sp ite  of th e  conflicts be tw een  fan tasy  
an d  rea lity  b y  ad d re ss in g  it v icariously  th ro u g h  an  a rg u m en t su p p o rtin g  the 
en tire  F an tasy  genre. M ostly  th ro u g h  criticism  of Plato, L ittm an  re la tes m an y  of 
th e  d e ro g a to ry  o p in ions peo p le  h av e  h e ld  to w ard  F an tasy  lite ra tu re  in  the  la s t 
few  m illenn ia; that, like th e  sto ry  of C ro n u s  an d  Z eus o v e rth ro w in g  the ir 
fa thers, it d em o n s tra te s  less-than -exem plary  b ehav io r for th e  read e rs  to 
su p p o sed ly  em u la te  (L ittm an 27). L ittm an  correctly  observes th e  im portance  of 
lea rn in g  m y th  to  u n d e rs ta n d in g  a cu ltu re  (L ittm an 21), b u t does n o t e labora te  
on  th e  ex ten t of w h a t w e can lea rn  from  these  legends. H e  sta tes that, "[ ...]  the  
novel con ta ins n o th in g  but fa lsehoods ab o u t th e  gods. E ven if th e  go d s exist, 
N eil G aim an, like H o m er before  h im , is in  n o  p osition  to be  an  ex p ert abou t 
th em " (L ittm an  22), an d  a d d s  the  d isc la im er w ith in  h is  article th a t "n o b o d y  
th in k s th a t American Gods rep resen ts  th e  w o rld  as it rea lly  is" (L ittm an 27). W hile 
m u ch  of L ittm an 's  su p p o r t for the  F an tasy  g en re  stem s from  T o lk ien 's  
ph ilo sophy , a passage  from  T o lk ien 's  lec tu re  "O n  Fairy-S tories" can su p p o r t the 
im portance  of American Gods b ey o n d  w h a t L ittm an  states.
There are other things m ore grim  and terrible to fly from  than  the noise, 
stench, ruthlessness and extravagance of the internal-com bustion engine.
There are hunger, thirst, poverty, pain, sorrow, injustice and death. A nd 
even w hen  m en are no t facing hard  things such as these, there are ancient 
lim itations from  w hich fairy-stories offer a sort of escape. [...] Some are 
pardonable w eaknesses or curiosities: such as the desire to visit, free as a 
fish, the deep sea; or the longing for the noiseless, gracious, economical 
flight of a b ird  [...]. There are p rofounder wishes: such as the desire to 
converse w ith  other living things. [...] O ther creatures are like other 
realm s w ith  w hich M an has broken off relations, and sees now  only from  
the outside at a distance, being at w ar w ith  them , or on  the term s of an 
uneasy armistice. (Tolkien 83-84)
To Tolkien, th e  e lem en ts of F an tasy  rep re sen t re la tio n sh ip s be tw een  h u m an s  
an d  abstrac t concepts, th e  "o th e r rea lm s" w ith  w h ich  w e d o n 't  h ave  a clear 
m e th o d  of com m unication . F an tasy  allow s u s  to  refo rge  those  links. L ittm an  
claim s, "T he p re m ise —th a t the  ancien t g ods are  rea l an d  su rv ive  in  th e  m o d e rn  
USA, w h e re  th ey  com pete  w ith  th e  n e w  g ods for h u m a n  w o rsh ip —is absu rd . 
A nyone w h o  believed  such  a th in g  w o u ld  be  in san e"  (L ittm an 33-34). T his m ay
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h o ld  tru e  u n d e r  a lite ra l in te rp re ta tio n  of th e  n o v e l—in  fact, T olkien  a rgues th a t 
th e  very  p u rp o se  of th e  faerie  sto ry  w o u ld  req u ire  such  ab su rd ity  (Tolkien 85). 
H ow ever, w h en  considering  th e  sym bolic n a tu re  of fan tasy , th is  p rem ise  h o ld s 
an  insigh tfu l, p ro fo u n d  tru th  cen tra l to  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  n a tu re  of 21st cen tu ry  
A m erica, an d  th a t tru th  becom es a p p a re n t b y  s tu d y in g  G a im an 's  m ythology; 
for exam ple, w h en  M ed ia  asks S hadow , "You ever w an ted  to see L u cy 's  tits?" 
(G aim an 176), she d isp lays a p rom iscuous, seductive  personality , w h ich  
rep resen ts  th e  fascination  w ith  a n d  lu s t for celebrities th a t A m ericans develop  
w h en  they  devo te  th e ir en erg y  to w ard  en te rta in m en t. W hile L ittm an  criticizes 
v iew p o in ts  th a t condem n  fan tastic  lite ra tu re  for its in ten tio n a l lack of rea lism  
(L ittm an  36), h e  seem s to  overlook  the  possib ility  of an  abstrac t po rtray a l of 
tru th .
G a im an 's  L akeside d ep en d s  on  its fan tastical e lem en ts to  d iagnose  an 
abstrac t cu ltu ra l tru th : nam ely , A m ericans ' re la tio n sh ip s w ith  th e  id ea  of sm all 
to w n s a n d  sm all-tow n  life. T h rough  th e  fictional re s id en ts ' beliefs, w e see h o w  
th e  to w n  takes its shape. F u rth erm o re , w h en  ana lyz ing  th e  ideas h e ld  sacred  by  
th e  residen ts , the  n o v e l's  abstrac tion  reflects a true-to-life  fa ith  in  sm all tow ns 
h e ld  b y  a g rea t n u m b er of A m ericans. In  a lite ra ry  form , these beliefs lie a t the 
h e a rt of o th er A m erican  novels such  as R ay  B rad b u ry 's  Dandelion Wine, o r n o n ­
fictional com m ercial endeavo rs , such  as D isney  p lac ing  M ain  S treet U.S.A. a t the 
en trance  to  h is  them e p a rk s an d  th e  successful d ra w  of v isitors. O ne s trong  
exam ple  show s th e  ap p ea l of sm all-tow n  id ea lism  bo th  fictionally  a n d  n o n ­
fictionally , th ro u g h  G arrison  K eillo r's "L ake W obegon" stories, as w ell as h is 
au d ien c e 's  desire  to  find  th e  to w n  an d  d isap p o in tm en t in  lea rn in g  it d o e sn 't 
exist. T he fact th a t L akeside, like W obegon, d o e sn 't exist, com m ents on  illu so ry  
n a tu re  of th is idealism , in  sp ite  of th e  fact th a t m a n y  A m ericans b o th  believe in  
it a n d  seek it out, a n d  th a t L akeside elic ited  th e  sam e reaction  testifies to  the 
effectiveness of G a im an 's  m etap h o r.
E ven if L ak esid e 's  g eo g rap h y  is fictional, S iobhan C arro ll h a s  fo u n d  
cu ltu ra l tru th s  in  it. H e r article, "Im ag in ed  N ation : Place an d  N atio n a l Id en tity  
in  American Gods" looks a t th e  re la tionsh ip  be tw een  peop le  a n d  place, an d  the 
significance of p lace in  F an tasy  lite ra tu re . T he novel, she says, "tack les the 
im ag in a ry  n a tu re  of A m erican  id en tity  h ead  on, u s in g  th e  tropes of epic and  
u rb a n  fan tasies to  in te rro g a te  th e  stresses a n d  con trad ic tions of th e  im ag ined  
com m un ity " (C arroll 308). A m erica h as an  id en tity  crisis, as W ed n esd ay  po in ts 
out:
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"This is the only country in  the w orld ," said W ednesday, into the 
stillness, "that w orries about w hat it is. [...] The rest of them  know  w hat 
they are. N o one ever needs to go searching for the heart of Norway. Or 
looks for the soul of M ozambique. They know  w hat they are." (Gaim an 
116)
A n d  h e  la ter reinforces th is idea  of a n a tio n a l id en tity  crisis:
"San Francisco isn 't in  the same country as Lakeside anym ore than  N ew  
O rleans is in the sam e country as N ew  York or M iami is in  the same 
country as Minneapolis. [ . ]  They m ay share certain cultural signifiers — 
m oney, a federal governm ent, en terta inm ent—it's the same land 
obviously—bu t the only things tha t give it the illusion of being one 
country are the greenback, The Tonight Show, and  M cDonalds." (Gaim an 
306)
H ow ever, A m erica h a s  a belief in  id e n tity —or ra ther, each A m erican  h a s  the ir 
o w n  b e lie f—in  sp ite  of these  con trad ic tions, as C arroll ind ica tes anecdotally , 
q u o tin g  from  a 2008 political gaffe in w h ich  S arah  Palin  sa id  to  a N o rth  C aro lina 
crow d:
We believe tha t the best of America is no t all in  W ashington, D.C. [ . ]  We 
believe tha t the best of America is in  these small tow ns tha t w e get to visit, 
and  in  these w onderful little pockets of w hat I call the real America, being 
here w ith  all of you  hard  w orking very patriotic, um , very, um , pro- 
America areas of this great nation. This is w here w e find the kindness 
and  the goodness and the courage of everyday Americans. (qtd. in  Stein)
D esp ite  p o ten tia lly  o ffend ing  u rb a n  citizens b y  q u estion ing  the  leg itim acy  of 
th e ir hom es a n d  affection for th e ir country , P a lin 's  sta tem en t sh o u ld  n o t com e 
as su rp ris ing . C u ltu ra l icons such  as N o rm an  R ockw ell pa in tings , The W izard of 
Oz, an d  even  m ore  m o d e rn  exam ples such  as th e  Smallville te lev ision  series have  
en fo rced  the  u to p ia n  idea ls of A m erica as be lo n g in g  to ru ra l citizens.
Still, these  ideals rem ain  m yth ical, d esp ite  assertions of characters bo th  
fictional a n d  o therw ise . O ther m em bers of th e  M cC ain cam paign  recogn ized  
P a lin 's  sta tem en t as a gaffe because  of a rea lity  in w h ich  th e  o verw helm ing  
m ajo rity  of A m ericans live in  u rb a n  settings, as th ey  h ave  since 1920 (H um m on  
66). H ow ever, h e r  m essage  likely  in sp ired  m a n y  w h o  choose to  believe in  th is 
geog raph ica lly -based  id en tity  for th e ir na tion . C arro ll even  suggests a reason  
w h y  A m ericans m a y  p lace more em p h asis  on  a geog raph ica l id en tity  th a n  o ther 
na tions: "In  W ed n esd ay 's  in verted  version  of A m erican  exceptionalism , the 
U n ited  S tates s tan d s  alone as a n a tio n  u n iq u e ly  p la g u e d  by  a lack  of cohesive 
iden tity . A  na tion  of im m ig ran ts, its peop le  do  no t sh a re  a com m on ancestry  or
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site of o rig in "  (C arroll 317). B ecause of th is lack of com m on ancestry , those 
seek ing  id en tity  as m em bers of a n a tio n  can on ly  ra lly  a ro u n d  g eo g rap h y  and  
cu ltu ra l icons. T his specific p a rad o x  lies a t th e  core of the  novel; W ed n esd ay  
a ttem p ts  to  fo rm  a b o n d  be tw een  th e  o ld  gods, b u t th a t u n ity  can nev er exist 
b ey o n d  th e ir percep tio n s d u e  to  the  decep tive  n a tu re  of h is  rea l p lan .
A n exam ination  of th is scho larsh ip  leads to  a set of conclusions th a t 
p o in t to w ard  th e  im portance  of L akeside , W isconsin. B ossert's  s tu d ies  on  the 
p o tency  of belief illu s tra tes  h o w  peop le  can construct fictional realities, an d  
R o sen b au m 's  id eas on  m o n ad o lo g y  show s h o w  those  em pirical an d  on tological 
w o rld s  can re la te  to  a n d  influence each  other. If w e im ag ine  L akeside as a 
m y th ica l id en tity  th e  re s id en ts  h av e  chosen  for them selves, w e can, accord ing  to 
L ittm an , d iscover va luab le  cu ltu ra l in s ig h t ab o u t A m ericans, b a sed  on  the ir 
in te rac tion  w ith  a fan tasy  env ironm en t. H ow ever, th is re ad in g  d ep en d s  n o t ju s t 
on  L akeside h a v in g  m y th ica l geog raphy , b u t th a t like the  go d  characters, the 
to w n  is e s tab lished  w ith in  th e  context of the  book  to  be  a physica lly  m an ifested  
m y th , a n d  th ere  exist m o re  th a n  en o u g h  deta ils  to  estab lish  its m y th ic  n a tu re  
th ro u g h  its location  on  th e  m ap .
G aim an  gives u s  th e  n am e  of a rea l tow n. A  L akeside  exists in  
W isconsin, far to  th e  n o rth -w est in  D oug lass C ounty . T he to w n  rests  on  the 
so u th e rn  shore of L ake S uperio r, w h ich  defin ite ly  does n o t m atch  an y  of the 
deta ils  g iven  ab o u t th e  lake in  th e  novel, w h ich  h u m a n s  created , w hereas 
g laciers carved  o u t L ake S uperio r, C h ad  M ulligan  sta tes "You c an 't d rive 
th ro u g h  th is to w n  w ith o u t seeing  th a t g o d d a m n e d  lake. I t 's  a t the  center of 
every th in g "  (G aim an 569), an  im possib le  de ta il considering  S u p erio r 's  size, an d  
of course an y  references in  th e  novel to  g eo g rap h y  n o rth  of th e  to w n  clearly  refer 
to  land , n o t open  w ater.
O th e r clues p lace it in  th e  n o rth ea s te rn  area of cen tral W isconsin:
"H inzelm ann," asked Shadow. "H ave you  ever heard  of eagle 
stones?"
"U p no rth  of Rhinelander? Nope, th a t's  Eagle River. C an 't say I 
have." (Gaim an 295)
A s peop le  co lloquially  u se  th e  te rm  "u p "  sy n o n y m o u sly  w ith  "no rth ,"  
H in ze lm an n 's  sta tem en t p laces L akeside sou th  of R h inelander, a city ro u g h ly  
40 m iles sou th  of th e  M ich igan  bo rder. T his agrees w ith  th e  in fo rm ation  M abel 
g ives us:
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"[Pasties are] a Yoopie th ing," she to ld  him . "M ostly you  need  to  be 
at least up  Ironw ood w ay to get one." [...]
"Yoopie?"
"U pper Peninsula. U.P. Yoopie. It's the little chunk of M ichigan to 
the northeast." (Gaim an 267)
A n d  th e  reg ion  fu rth e r n a rro w s  d o w n  as S hadow  listens to C h ad  M ulligan  ta lk  
ab o u t D arren , Sandy, a n d  M arguerite  O lsen:
"D arren  Olsen m et M arge at U.W. Stevens Point and he brought 
her back no rth  to Lakeside. [...] I reckon he w as driv ing up  to  Ironwood, 
m aybe dow n to G reen Bay." (Gaim an 299)
T his lim its L akeside to  locations so u th  of R h inelander, ye t n o rth  of S teven 's  
Poin t, a to w n  s itu a ted  a lm ost in  th e  exact cen ter of the  state, an d  G reen  Bay 
w h ich  lies a t a sim ilar la titu d e  on  th e  b ay  of L ake M ichigan.
W hile  it d o e sn 't n ecessarily  con trad ic t th e  deta ils  ou tlin ed  above, 
G aim an  m akes a cu rious s ta tem en t ab o u t S h ad o w 's  free tim e: "H e  w alked, 
alone, un til he  reach ed  the  national fo rest to  th e  n o rth  a n d  w est, o r th e  cornfields 
a n d  cow  p as tu re s  to  th e  so u th "  (G aim an 363). S hadow  w o u ld  n eed  to  cover 
ro u g h ly  75 m iles (150 ro u n d  trip ) a t the  sho rtest d is tance  be tw een  th e  n a tio n a l 
fo rests a n d  th e  cornfields, b e tw een  E au C laire an d  W in ter a t th e  w este rn  p a r t of 
th e  state. T he d is tance  on ly  increases to w ard  the east, w h ere  the  p rev ious 
ev idence  p laces the  tow n. Perhaps, though , th is  h in ts  a t S h ad o w 's  b u rg eo n in g  
d em i-god  pow ers, an d  canno t b y  itself ru le  o u t an y  location  for th e  tow n.
L akeside g row s even  m o re  abstrac t w h en  fac to ring  in  n am es o f p laces 
th a t d o n 't  exist. C h ad  M ulligan  m en tio n s  a to w n  tw en ty  m ile s  to  th e  w est called  
C am den . N o to w n  in  th e  state exists by  th a t nam e, b u t a sim ilarly  n am ed  
C ran d o n  exists ab o u t 26 m iles east of R h in e la n d e r—b u t th is con trad icts 
H in ze lm an n 's  earlie r sta tem en t. F u rth erm o re , th e  W hite  P ine  R iver (G aim an 
363) d o e sn 't exist, b u t a P ine  R iver flow s w est from  Iron  M oun ta in , M ichigan  
in to  W isconsin. If th is  suggests a m ore  easte rn  location  th a n  the  p rev ious 
ev idence  does, w h ile  search ing  for A lison M cG overn, S hadow  gets d ro p p e d  off 
on  C o u n ty  W  (G aim an 316), an d  M abel m en tio n s C o u n ty  Q  la te r (G aim an 366), 
b o th  of w h ich  ru n  n ear W isconsin  R apids, a n d  S hadow  w alks the  L um ber 
C o u n ty  W ilderness tra il (G aim an 363). W hile  W isconsin  d o e sn 't  h ave  a L um ber 
C ounty , th e  nam e m a y  refer to  W ood  C ounty , sea ted  in  W isconsin  R apids. 
H ow ever, th a t w o u ld  p lace L akeside ju s t sou th  an d  w est of S teven 's  po in t, n o t 
n o rth  of it. M u lligan  also com m ents, "I ju s t h o p e  she tu rn s  u p  in  th e  T w in C ities 
w ith  som e d o p ey  b o y frien d "  (G aim an 316). If sm all-tow n  ru n aw ay s  te n d  to 
g rav ita te  to w ard  m o re  u rb an  settings, the theore tica l A lison M cG overn  w o u ld  
p rob ab ly  find  it easier to  reach  M ad iso n  or M ilw aukee, g iven  th e  location  of the
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co u n ty  roads, o r G reen  Bay w h en  considering  the  m ore  n o rth eas te rn  
possib ilities. H ow ever, th e  T w in C ities sw ings po ten tia l can d id a te  to w n s back 
to w ard  th e  d irection  of M enom onie. Yet the  in itia l g eo g rap h y  g iven  to  the 
read e rs  p rec lu d es th is possib ility : "T hey  sp en t th e  n ig h t in  a Super 8 m ote l sou th  
of La C rosse. C h ris tm as D ay  w as sp en t on  th e  road , d riv in g  n o rth  a n d  east"  
(G aim an 234). Fo llow ed  b y  W ednesday  te lling  Shadow : "N ow , le t m e  w alk  you  
d o w n  to the  G rey h o u n d . I shall w ave to  you  as you  rid e  th e  g ray  do g  n o rth "  
(G aim an 243).
For de ta ils  th a t G aim an  su p p o sed ly  w an ts  to obscure, h e  certa in ly  
dang les  p len ty  of clues. The final a p p a re n t con trad ic tion  in  th is logic com es as 
a chap te r in troduction :
One describes a tale best by telling the tale. You see? The way one describes a 
story, to oneself or to the world, is by telling the story. I t is a balancing act and 
it is a dream. The more accurate the map, the more it resembles the territory. The 
most accurate map possible would be the territory, and thus would be perfectly 
accurate and perfectly useless.
The tale is the map that is the territory.
You must remember this. (Gaim an 545)
U nlike  the  o th er chap te r h ead ings , th is  cam e d irec tly  from  G aim an  h im self, v ia 
th e  character of Ibis. A s a go d  character, seem ing ly  capable of focalization  
o u ts id e  th e  novel (B lom qvist 8), Ibis is free to  com m ent u p o n  th e  sto ry  w ith  an 
aw areness n o t availab le  to  m a n y  o th er characters. H is  cryptic u rg e  for th e  read e r 
to  rem em ber m aps, te rrito ries, a n d  th e ir accuracy  an d  uses, seem s strik ing ly  
m ean in g fu l in  th e  context of a n a rra tiv e  th a t relies h eav ily  on  place. W hen  he  
says th a t te lling  a sto ry  h e lp s  describ ing  "oneself" to th e  w o rld , he  m ak es a 
sub tle  connection  be tw een  th is chap te r h e a d in g  an d  S h ad o w 's  h id eaw ay  in  
W isconsin; th e  alias W ednesday  gives h im , "M ike A insel" a lludes to  th e  fairy  
ta le —a n d  title of P a rt Two of A m erican  G ods--"M y A insel," w h ich  m ean s "M y 
o w n  self" in  th e  N o rth u m b rian  dialect. T he n o v e l p laces S hadow  in  L akeside  to 
lay  low , to  be  h is  o w n  self, b u t th a t connects L akeside  w ith  iden tity , w h ich  the 
re s id en ts  of L akeside  b u ild  from  th e  to w n  itself.
If w e canno t create  a m a p  to  accura te ly  p o rtra y  th e  tow n, th en  the 
te rrito ry  canno t resem ble  any th ing , yet it still exists, som ehow , w ith in  the 
context of th e  story. T he deta ils  G aim an  p ro v id es illu s tra tes an  im possib ly  
accura te  m ap , an d  if th e  ta le  is th e  m ap , th en  the  to w n  m u s t possess som e 
qu a lity  of equa l im possib ility . T he read e rs  w ho  b log  ab o u t L akeside  all look for 
a cand ida te  th a t fits most of th e  deta ils  p ro v id ed  in  th e  book. H ow ever, the 
m u tu a lly  exclusive n a tu re  of these  deta ils  a llow s a coun terexam ple  to  d isp rove  
each  one. A ll  of these  deta ils  describe L akeside. If an y  single location  canno t fit 
all the  characteristics, th en  in  o rd e r to  reconcile all th e  discrepancies, L akeside
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m u s t exist n o w h ere  because  n o w h ere  can fit th e  characteristics. Since the  G reek 
te rm  utopia tran sla tes  to  "n o  place ," th e  to w n  can be associated  w ith  th e  concept 
of u top ia . L akeside  p resen ts  an  A m erican  u top ia , im b u ed  w ith  th e  qualities its 
re s id en ts  believe a sm all-tow n  sh o u ld  possess, an d  m an ifested  physica lly  by  
th e ir belief.
H ow ever, th e  ex tensive reaso n in g  req u ired  to  arrive  a t such  a 
conclusion also im plies a secondary  m ean ing . Since L akeside canno t exist on  a 
m a p  w h ile  th e  m ajo rity  of th e  re s t of American Gods's se ttings can, it rem ains 
fictional, even  w ith  a su sp en d ed  d isbelief to  allow  th e  read e r to  u n d e rs ta n d  the 
o th er fea tu res  of th e  novel. T his u to p ia n  g eo g rap h y  rep resen ts  b o th  an 
A m erican  ideal an d  an ideal th a t canno t exist. It on ly  creates th e  illusion  of 
u to p ia , its qualities crea ted  by  th e  fa ith  of its in h ab itan ts  w h o  enjoy a quiet, 
idyllic  life there , a n d  enjoy econom ic p ro sp e rity  th a t th e  su r ro u n d in g  a reas do 
no t. H ow ever, w h ile  th ey  o u tw a rd ly  p ra ise  L ak esid e 's  v irtues, u n sp o k en  
ev idence  g iven  to  u s  b y  th e  au th o r con trad ic ts the va lid ity  of these  w o nders , and  
th e  res id en ts  seem  either u n aw are  or in  d en ia l over th e  fact th a t th e ir p ro sp e rity  
com es a t th e  p rice  of th e ir ch ild ren 's  lives.
T his belief in  a v irtuous, peacefu l u to p ia  echoes a n u m b e r of beliefs 
th a t people , b o th  fictional an d  o therw ise , h o ld  ab o u t G arrison  K eillo r's  L ake 
W obegon . A t first glance, L akeside an d  W obegon share  a n u m b er of strik ing  
sim ilarities. Both to w n s take  the ir nam e  from  th e ir lakes. T h ey 'v e  bo th  g ro w n  
in  the  A m erican  M idw est. K eillor p o p u la te d  h is to w n  w ith  an eq u a l n u m b e r of 
G erm an s an d  N o rw eg ian s in  constan t com petition  w ith  each o th er (Keillor, In 
Search 13), w h ile  G aim an  ap p ea rs  to  h ave  com prised  h is  to w n  in  a sim ilar 
fashion: "H in ze lm an n  p o in ted  o u t th e  to w n 's  tw o  re s tau ran ts  as th ey  p assed  
th em  (a G erm an  re s tau ran t an d  w h a t h e  described  as 'P a rt G reek, p a rt 
N orw eg ian , a n d  a p o pover a t ev ery  p la te ')"  (G aim an 252). K eillo r's stories 
a lw ays s ta rt w ith  th e  line " I t's  been  a qu ie t w eek  in  L ake W obegon" (Keillor 15), 
w h ile  M arguerite  O lson  "w o rk s for th e  Lakeside News. N o t th e  m o s t exciting  
n e w sp a p e r  in  th e  w orld , b u t tru th  to  tell M issy  G u n th e r th o u g h t th a t w as 
p rob ab ly  the  w ay  m o st folk a ro u n d  h ere  liked  it"  (G aim an 272). Both tow ns, 
d esp ite  b e in g  fictionally  u to p ian , ex u d e  a sense of goodness  a n d  peacefu lness 
th a t m an y  peop le  f in d  a ttractive ideas.
E ven before S h ad o w 's  arriva l in  L akeside, th e  b u s  d riv er em phasizes, 
"H eck, th a t 's  a good to w n " (G aim an 248). W hile a lite ra l read in g  stresses the 
w holesom e, u to p ia n  n a tu re  of th e  tow n , th e  em p h asis  th e  d riv er p laces on  the 
w o rd  good a lludes to  Jerom e B ixby's " I t 's  a Good Life," in  w h ich  res id en ts  of 
Peakesville, an o th e r idyllic  A m erican  to w n  iso la ted  from  the  re s t of th e  w o rld  
(w h ich  m a y  n o t exist), m u s t force them selves to  th in k  good  th o u g h ts  to  avoid  
in cu rrin g  th e  w ra th  of A n thony , an  om nisc ien t a n d  o m n ip o ten t to d d le r h o ld in g  
th e  res id en ts  in  a stasis of fear (Bixby). L ike B ixby 's Peakesville, L akeside
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re s id en ts  m en ta lly  con trad ic t reality . T hey  m u s t create  the  illu sion  of goodness 
o u t of dysto p ia  in  o rd e r to m a in ta in  th e ir q u a in t w ay  of life. In  th e  case of 
Peakesville, any  ack now ledgem en t of th e ir tro u b les  casts b lam e on to  A nthony , 
w h o  w ill re ta lia te  aggressively  w ith  a th ree -y ea r-o ld 's  sense of m o ra lity  and  
justice. For those  in  L akeside, acknow ledg ing  rea lity  w o u ld  sh a tte r th e ir illusion  
of p ro sperity , b rin g in g  th em  d o w n  to th e  level of o th er econom ically  dep ressed  
to w n s in  th e  reg ion , a n d  it w o u ld  force th em  to com e face to  face w ith  th e  terrib le  
loss of th e ir ch ild ren 's  lives, ra th e r th a n  en te rta in  th e  h o p e  th a t th e  w in te r 
ru n aw ay s  w ill re tu rn  som e day , as C h ad  M ulligan  expresses w h en  h e  w ishes 
th a t A llison M cG overn  w ill tu rn  u p  in  th e  T w in C ities w ith  som e d o p ey  
boyfriend .
W hile  L akeside 's  an d  Peakesv ille 's  den ia ls of th e ir d a rk e r realities m ay  
so u n d  d ifficult to  accep t as p lausib le , G arrison  K eillor re la tes a sto ry  on  h o w  
L ake W obegon also ow es its existence to  a d a rk e r tru th  of sm all-tow n  life. W hen  
m o v in g  to  a less u rb a n  se tting  him self, K eillor describes h is  first im press ions of 
F reeport, M inneso ta , an d  h is d isap p o in tm en t in  th e  pass ionate  xenophob ia  an d  
lack  of w elcom e h e  received  from  h is  n e w  neighbors. "M y  G erm an  neighbors 
w ere  a closed g ro u p  an d  I w a sn 't in  it. P rox im ity  does n o t equa l m em bersh ip . I 
accep ted  that, because  I com e from  sim ilar peop le" (K eillor 20). K eillor expected  
a friend ly , inclusive ru ra l com m unity , b u t fo u n d  o u t ab o u t its  m y th ica l n a tu re  
firs thand . H e  d eve loped  L ake W obegon  o u t of th is  sam e d isap p o in tm en t th a t 
h is  aud ience  feels w h en  th ey  find  o u t th e  to w n  d o e sn 't exist.
All those om niscient-narrator stories about sm all-tow n people came from 
a guy sitting alone at the end  of a bar, drinking a beer, w ho d id n 't know  
anything about anything going on  around  him. Stories about prodigals 
w elcom ed home, outcasts b rought into the circle, rebels forgiven: all from 
the guy at the end of the bar nu rsing  a beer in  silence. (Keillor 20)
In  crea ting  h is  ow n  idea l g eo g rap h y  o u t of a n eed  for acceptance (K eillor 21), 
K eillor essen tia lly  d id  the  sam e th in g  th e  res id en ts  of L akeside  do. H is  d esire  to 
m ak e  th is to w n  a rea lity  for h im se lf p laces h im  in  a sim ilar position  as 
H inze lm ann , as th e  architects b e h in d  th e ir respective to w n s ' success, re la ting  
local m y th  an d  chron icling  th e  lives of inhab itan ts.
G aim an  also w eaves L akeside w ith  a com m on th re a d  as R ay 
B rad b u ry 's  G reen  T ow n, Illinois from  Dandelion Wine. B radbu ry  describes yet 
an o th e r idyllic  to w n  w ith  d a rk  u n d e rto n e s  in  th e  A m erican  M idw est, first 
in tro d u c in g  it w ith  a sense of com m un ity  closeness; th e  y o u n g  D ouglass 
S p au ld in g  p o in ts  to  all th e  h o u ses  as the re s id en ts  w ake sim u ltan eo u sly  as he 
calls to  them , read y  to  beg in  the su m m er as a single u n it  (B radbury  2). T he sto ry  
b eg in s in  th e  su m m er of 1928, consp icuously  ju s t before th e  o nse t of the  G reat
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D epression  (M engeling  878), w h ich  likens it to  th e  p ro sp e ro u s  L akeside, 
th rea ten ed  b y  encroach ing  econom ic depression . John  R osenm an  n o tes  the 
re lig ious conno ta tions of G reen  T ow n, w ith  its g a p in g  rav ine, likened  to  a vast 
ocean  th rea ten in g  to  sw allow  th e  lifeboat of su rv iv o rs  th a t is G reen  T ow n 
(B radbury  13). T he w ild n ess  an d  d ea th  sym bolized  b y  th e  rav in e  evoke im ages 
of H a d e s 's  ascen t to  ab d u c t P ersephone, o r Satan  ris in g  from  th e  caverns of 
C haos to  co rru p t flow er-like Eve (R osenm an 12). Both to w n s p ro v id e  u to p ia  for 
its residen ts , th e  good, A m erican  sm all-tow n  in  th e  case of L akeside, an d  the 
end less  joys of su m m er vacation  in  th e  case of D oug lass S p au ld in g  a n d  G reen 
T ow n, a n d  th e  darker, c rueler aspects of th e  w o rld  th rea ten  th e  charac te rs ' 
im ages of each one. C u rio u s ly  enough , th e  in h ab itan ts  of G reen  T ow n 
consciously  acknow ledge th e  te rro r in  the ir m idst. L av in ia  N ebbs sp en d s  an  
ev en in g  w ith  h e r  friends, acu te ly  aw are  of the  serial k iller sta lk ing  y o u n g  
w o m en  in  th e  area. She m ak es th e  decision  n o t to accept th e  co m p an io n sh ip  of 
a police officer as long  as th e  id en tity  of "T he L onely  O ne" rem ain s secret, a 
decision  th e  tru s tin g  re s id en ts  of L akeside  w o u ld  n o t likely  m ake. The fo llow ing  
day , S pau ld ing , w ho  h as sp en t m u ch  of th e  novel com ing  to  g rip s  w ith  h is  o w n  
m orta lity , an d  h is  fr iends d iscuss th e  k iller open ly , as th o u g h  an  exciting  piece 
of gossip.
H ow ever, in  sp ite  of th is  aw areness, L avin ia  expects to  find  d an g e r in  
th e  rav ine, b u t in s tead  finds th e  k iller h as a lread y  in v ad ed  h e r  hom e, h e r 
sanctuary . S p au ld in g  an d  h is  friends, a lth o u g h  in  aw e of a rea l m u rd e re r, 
convince them selves th a t th e  m a n  L avin ia  stabbed  to  d ea th  looked  h u m an , an d  
there fo re  th e  rea l L onely  O ne, p resu m ab ly  a h id eo u s  m onste r, m u s t have  
escaped  (B radbury  133-136). B radbu ry  p resen ts  aw areness of evil as an  illusion  
to  a id  h is  characters p reconceived  ideas of b o th  th e  joys of life a n d  th e  d angers  
of evil. T he citizens of L akeside , likew ise, rep ress  any  in fo rm ation  th a t 
challenges th e ir com fort, even  subconsciously  o ffsetting  th e  an n u a l 
d isap p ea ran ce  of a child  to  so m eth in g  th a t h a p p e n s  every  n o w  a n d  then . A s in  
Dandelion Wine, L ak esid e 's  "rav ine ,"  th e  th rea t of ou tsiders , econom ic d isparity , 
an d  challenge to  th e ir w ay  of life, serves as a psychological com fort, convincing  
th em  th a t th ey  on ly  h ave  to fear ex ternal evils. In  all these exam ples, bo th  
fictional characters an d  non-fic tional peop le  em p lo y  a cognitive d issonance  to 
e ither m ask  or com pensate  for the  deficiencies of th e ir hom es.
D av id  H u m m o n  reveals com m on, non-fic tional percep tions of the 
id ea lized  A m erican  Sm all T ow n in  h is  book, Commonplaces: Comm unity Ideology 
and Identity in American Culture, m a n y  of w h ich  rein force ideas seen in American 
Gods, o r even  in  G arrison  K eillo r's experience in  F reeport. D u rin g  h is research , 
h e  spoke to  peo p le  in  fou r locations, tw o  u rb a n  an d  tw o  ru ra l, ab o u t the ir 
percep tio n  of sm all-tow n  a tm o sp h ere  an d  va lues a n d  h o w  th ey  com pared  to 
th e ir v ision  of th e  city. H e  d iscovered  th a t on  average, on ly  1 in  5 A m ericans
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p refe rs  th e  id ea  of liv ing  in  a sm all co m m u n ity  ra th e r th a n  th e  city, a statistic  
th a t on ly  ra ises to  2 in  5 am o n g  those  w ho  ac tua lly  live in  u rb a n  a reas (H um m on  
70). W hen  asked  to  describe w h a t th ey  believe th e  to w n  can offer th a t th e  city 
can 't, m o s t peop le  m en tio n  som e varia tion  on  one of tw o  ideas; e ither th a t tow ns 
p ro v id e  a peaceful, qu ie t life, o r th a t th ey  fo rm  closer b o n d s  w ith  neighbors. 
O n ly  one in tro d u ced  a variance to  these  them es, m en tio n in g  po llu tio n  levels in  
u rb a n  areas (H um m on  60). M an y  u se  the  te rm  "q u ie t"  literally , w h ile  o thers 
refer to  a slow er-pace for d a ily  activities, a n d  o thers  still m ean  th a t th ey  d o n 't  
fear crim es or vices as m u c h  as th ey  w o u ld  in  a densely  u rb a n  env ironm en t. 
A m ong  those  w h o  ta lk  ab o u t a n e ighbo rly  a tm osphere , m a n y  cited th e  id ea  th a t 
"everyone  know s everyone," w h ich  H u m m o n  im m ed ia te ly  calls o u t as 
im possib le. Q u ite  a few  ta lk  ab o u t ch ild ren , p re fe rrin g  to  ra ise  ch ild ren  aw ay  
fro m  the city. M an y  believe cities c a n 't offer as m a n y  activities for k id s as ru ra l 
env ironm en ts. O thers  believe th a t th e  presence  of d ru n k s , rap is ts  an d  sad ists 
ru in  th e  safety  of u rb a n  activities, w h ile  o thers  s im ply  believe th ey  can exert 
m ore  contro l over th e ir c h ild re n —alw ays u n d e r  th e  gu ise  of sa fe ty —in  tow ns, 
w h ich  th ey  believe red u ces exposu re  to  d rugs , alcohol, a n d  g an g  behav io r 
(H u m m o n  51-58). G aim an  echoes these  th o u g h ts , as H inze lm ann , in  charge of 
th e  C ham ber of C om m erce, u ses  h is  k lu n k er raffle to  ra ise  m o n ey  for the 
ch ild ren 's  w a rd  of L akeside H o sp ita l (G aim an 274). T his charity  g ives an  
o u tw a rd  im press ion  th a t L akeside  h a rb o rs  ch ild ren , en su rin g  th ey  g ro w  u p  safe 
an d  healthy , in  line w ith  m o s t p eo p les ' beliefs on  ra is in g  k id s in  a sm all tow n. 
F u rtherm ore , H in ze lm an n 's  a n d  L ak esid e 's  existence lite ra lly  d ep en d s  on  belief 
in  H inze lm ann , a child  god. W ith o u t h is  presence, it w o u ld  h ave  n o  lake, it 
c o u ld n 't keep  o u t u n d e s ire d  elem ents, an d  the  econom y w o u ld  d ry  u p . In  
essence, if H in ze lm an n  lost pow er, if n o  one th o u g h t of the  children , th e  to w n  
w o u ld  cease to  exist. T his fu r th e r em p h asizes  th e  cognitive d issonance  betw een  
belief an d  reality ; since H in ze lm an n  strugg les for pow er, h e  m u s t u ltim ate ly  
re so rt to  w o rsh ip in g  h im self. W hile  peop le  believe th a t sm all to w n s give the ir 
energ ies to w ard  ch ild ren , n o t en o u g h  res id en ts  d o  so to  keep  H inze lm ann , and  
there fo re  ch ild ren , alive, b o th  in  a literal an d  figu ra tive  sense.
H u m m o n  n o tes  th a t all those  w h o  p a rtic ip a ted  in  h is  in terv iew s 
described  th e ir percep tion  of to w n s by  re la tin g  th e m  to  th e ir percep tio n  of the 
city. B oth th e  u rb a n  an d  ru ra l g ro u p  believed  in  a tig h te r sense of co m m u n ity  
ex isted  in  ru ra l areas, w h ile  H u m m o n  fo u n d  res id en ts  of bo th  a reas h a d  
sim ilarly  sized  n e tw o rk s  of fr iends a n d  re la tions (H u m m o n  8). Percep tions of 
crim e an d  safety, w h ile  so m ew h a t accura te  w ith in  th e  scope of th e  m o d e rn  
U n ited  States, does n o t h o ld  tru e  un iversa lly , an d  therefo re  h a s  no  real 
connection  to  th e  size of th e  p o p u la tio n  (H u m m o n  209). This p o in t paralle ls 
G a im an 's  w ork  in  th a t d esp ite  lo sing  a child  on  an  an n u a l basis, th e  citizens of 
L akeside d o n 't  seem  to  en te rta in  th e  possib ility  of crim inal activity, except
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possib ly  b y  ou ts iders . T hese citizens, like those  in te rv iew ed  b y  H u m m o n , 
com m it them selves to  a belief in  th e ir u to p ia n  reality . T heir percep tions all 
sp r in g  from  com parisons w ith  a w o rld  u n fam ilia r to  them . H u m m o n  fu rth e rs  
th e  fan tastical n a tu re  of th e  sm all to w n  b y  referencing  "M ain  S treet U SA," the 
focal p o in t an d  en try  w ay  for D isney  W orld  since 1955. W hile the  them e p a rk  
creates a fan tasy  w o rld  for its v isitors, D isney  sta ted  that, "M ain  S treet is 
eve ry o n e 's  ho m e to w n —th e  hea rtlin e  of A m erica" (H u m m o n  66-67). D isney 's  
creation  does in  a literal fash ion  w h a t th e  characters in  American Gods do 
f ig u ra tiv e ly —it constructs a fan tasy  facade of an  A m erican  to w n  a n d  p asses it, 
an d  th e  values it rep resen ts , off as a reality , w h ich  m a n y  peop le  w illing ly  accept 
in  sp ite  of its falseness; as m an y  peop le  can claim  L akeside as can claim  D isney 's  
M ain  S treet U SA  for th e ir h o m etow ns. Yet like th e  them e park , L akeside w orks 
because  of th e  peo p le  w h o  go  to  g rea t len g th s to  believe in  u to p ia n  sm all-tow n  
values, w h o  con ten t them selves w ith  th e  constructed  scene an d  h ave  n o  desire  
to  look p a s t th e  facade.
S h ad o w 's  arrival in  to w n  co incides w ith  a cascade of stereo typ ical 
sm all-tow n  A m erican  values. C h ild ren  becom e th e  focal p o in t for b o th  the 
construction  a n d  d estruc tion  of th e  u top ia , an d  S hadow  m eets th e  to w n 's  
ch ild ren  before  an y  of th e  o th e r residen ts . T he girls on  th e  b u s  as h e  jo u rn ey s to 
L akeside stress th e  innocence th a t H u m m o n 's  in te rv iew  subjects believe for 
th e ir o w n  children:
The tw o g irls—he doubted  that either of them  w as m uch  m ore than  
fourteen years o ld —w ho had  got on in  P inew ood w ere now  in  the seat in 
front of him. They w ere friends, Shadow  decided, eavesdropping 
w ithout m eaning to, not sisters. One of them  knew  alm ost nothing about 
sex, bu t knew  a lot about animals, helped ou t or spent a lot of tim e at 
some k ind of anim al shelter, while the other was no t interested in  
animals, but, arm ed w ith  a hund red  tidbits gleaned from  the Internet 
and  from  daytim e television, thought she knew  a great deal about hum an  
sexuality. (Gaim an 248-49)
C uriously , G aim an  em p h asizes th e  innocence of th e  g ir ls—a n d  b y  extension, 
th e  to w n  th a t b re d  th e m —b y  sh o w in g  a lack of kn o w led g e  an d  in te rest in  sex, 
an  im polite, a n d  alm ost tab o o  subject accord ing  to  m a n y  A m erican 's  v iew  of 
trad itio n a l va lues (by w ay  of P u ritan  settlers). S im ilar to  H u m m o n 's  research , 
G aim an  gives u s  a set of va lues in  te rm s of an  a ssu m ed  a n d  u n k n o w n  opposite . 
T he o ther g irl p ra ttle s  on  ab o u t anim als, w h ich  connects h e r  w ith  the idealistic  
ag ra rian  com m un ity  in  th e  u to p ia n  sm all-tow n.
A fter th e  g irls exit the  scene, H in ze lm an n  closes h is  store  a n d  offers 
S hadow  a w elcom ing  ride  hom e. H e  refers to  th e  local tax i com pany  as "T om ," 
a n d  h e  calls h is  o w n  car "Tessie," p erso n a liz in g  th e  n a tu re  of n o t on ly  the  to w n 's
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res iden ts , b u t th e  objects th ey  keep . H is  stories ab o u t th e  h is to ry  of the  tow n  
a n d  th e  persona lities th a t live th ere  s ta rt to  flow  im m edia te ly , describ ing  bo th  
th e  o rig in  of the  L ib rary  a n d  a far-fe tched  sto ry  ab o u t a d eer lo sing  its sk in  an d  
th e  lad ies of the to w n  kn ittin g  it a fu ll-body  sw eate r (G aim an 250-254). T he nex t 
day , C h ad  M ulligan  in s tan tly  spo ts S hadow  as an  o u ts ider. M u lligan  takes h im  
to breakfast, w elcom es h im  to tow n , takes h im  sh o p p in g  for supp lies, a n d  p o in ts  
h im  in  th e  d irection  of a car for sale (G aim an 263-267). A fterw ard , H in ze lm an n  
show s u p  a t S h ad o w 's  doo r w ith  a g ift b ask e t from  the  tow n, a long  w ith  a 
p a ssp o rt n a m in g  h im  an  official m em b er of th e  to w n  (G aim an 273). T he to w n  
exudes inc lusion  an d  closeness; everyone k n o w s everyone else, th e ir h istories, 
a n d  all the  deta ils  of th e ir lives.
T he qu a in tn ess  of th e  to w n  soon overtakes Shadow , as h e  feels 
L ak esid e 's  goodness, w ith  G aim an  still a d d in g  em phasis: " It was a good  to w n " 
(G aim an 256). S hadow  h as  m em ories of h is  m o th e r tw ice (G aim an  263, 268), a 
character ra re ly  m en tio n ed  o therw ise  in  th e  novel. H e  recalls L au ra  in  life, an d  
ru n s  b riefly  th ro u g h  h e r h is to ry  the  w ay  M ulligan  a n d  H in ze lm an n  describe 
L akeside residen ts:
She w as in  Eagle Point, in  the backyard outside her m other's big 
house.
She stood in  the cold, w hich she d id  no t feel anym ore or w hich she felt 
all the time, she stood outside the house that her m other had  bought in 
1989 w ith  the insurance m oney after Laura 's father, H arvey McCabe, had  
passed  on, a heart attack w hile straining on the can, and  she w as staring 
in, her cold hands pressed against the glass, her breath  no t fogging it, not 
at all, w atching her m other, and  her sister and  her sister's children and 
husband  in from  Texas, hom e for Christm as. (Gaim an 256-7)
It seem s th a t the  collective character of L akeside values com m unity , inclusion, 
friend liness, as w ell as h is to ry , no sta lg ia  an d  m em o ry , w h ich  like th e  u to p ian  
p lace em bod ied  b y  th e  sm all tow n , express lo ng ing  for a sim pler life b y  recalling  
a u to p ia n —a n d  often  fic tio n a lized —tim e.
G aim an  satirizes A m erican  cu ltu re  th ro u g h o u t th e  novel, u s in g  m y th  
to  voice h is  social c ritique (B lom qvist 11). H ere, th a t c ritique com es th ro u g h  the 
re s id en ts  of L akeside, w h o  have crea ted  a fiction w ith in  a fiction. B ut in  d o ing  
th is, th e  novel also im plies a la rger cu ltu ra l tru th  ab o u t A m ericans crea ting  a 
fiction w ith in  reality . T he In te rn e t com m un ity  m en tio n ed  earlie r d o e sn 't  m ere ly  
possess an  in te llec tual cu riosity  ab o u t th e  n o v e l's  g eo g raphy , th ey  w an t to  travel 
to  these  locations. S im ilarly, K eillo r's  aud ience  w an t to  k n o w  w h e re  L ake 
W obegon  is so th ey  can v is it th e  fictional M inneso ta  tow n. Both L akeside  an d  
W obegon  illu s tra te  a desire  for a fictional life. K eillor h a s  reco rd ed  h is  re ad e rs ' 
reac tions to W obegon  sto ries for years, w h ich  have  show n  a lo ng ing  for the  w ay
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of life dep ic ted  in  h is  fiction. Both G aim an  an d  K eillor reg u la rly  answ er 
questions ab o u t the  locations of th e ir tow ns. W hile G aim an  rarely , if ever, 
an sw ers w ith  m ore  th a n  "Sorry, keep  looking ," K eillor h a s  a ttem p ted  to  satisfy 
h is  aud ience  to  som e extent:
I u sed  to  tell them  tha t it 's  fiction. "O h," they said. "Sure." But they w ere 
disappointed. People w ant stories to  be true. [...] They say, "That story 
of yours rem inded m e of people I knew  w hen  I w as grow ing up  in  Iowa."
They w ant you to tell them , "The character of D arlene is based about 95 
percent on m y cousin Charlotte. I only changed the hair from  auburn  to 
b lond and m ade her m ore chesty." So I started telling people tha t the 
tow n  is in  central M innesota, near Stearns County, up  around  
H oldingford, no t far from  St. Rosa and Albany and Freeport, northw est 
of St. Cloud, w hich is sort of the tru th , I guess. (Keillor 12)
T his reveals m ore  ab o u t th e  re a d in g  pub lic  th a n  th e  w orks them selves. N o t on ly  
does L ake W obegon rep re sen t a set of values, b u t th e  d is ap p o in tm en t peop le  
express u p o n  lea rn in g  th a t W obegon  d o e sn 't  exist reveals a non-fic tional 
p u rsu it of these  values. U n like  th e  clues in  American Gods, K eillo r's descrip tion  
a ttem p ts  to m ak e  th a t real for h is  readers; all th e  rea l-w o rld  geograph ica l 
ap p rox im ates  h e  lists cou ld  v e ry  easily  coincide w ith  a single location  on  a m ap .
K eillor offers som e in s ig h t on  h o w  he, w h o m  National Geographic 
d escribed  as h a v in g  "a  [voice] th a t seem s p recision -eng ineered  to  n a rra te  a 
d o cu m en ta ry  ab o u t g laciers" (Johns 4), cou ld  cap tivate  th e  im ag ina tions of so 
m a n y  people . H e  sta tes th a t w h ile  m an y  peop le  h o ld  u rb a n  areas in  contem pt, 
th ey  still find  m otivation , u su a lly  financial, to live th ere  (K eillor 16). H is 
b io g rap h e r quo tes com m unications p ro fesso r Jack Bibee:
Even am ong those of u s w ho w ere raised in  u rban  environm ents, w e can 
recall ru ral roots th rough  perhaps our visits to  G randm a's farm  in 
Wisconsin. These fantasies strike a chord w ith  people, even w ith  those 
w ho 've never been in  a tru ly  rural small tow n. In a way, I'd com pare these 
people w ith  upper-m iddle-class k ids in  the sixties w ho w ore blue w ork 
shirts and sang w ork and  labor-union songs, bu t w ho knew  little or 
nothing of tha t life-style. The dress and those songs represented  a fantasy 
for them  in  the same w ay m any of his followers fantasize and rom anticize 
sm all tow n  life. They really d o n 't know  w hat it's about, bu t in  their m inds 
Keillor m ade it seem like the life he described in  Lake W obegon. (qtd. in 
Fedo 137-38)
W hile  K eillor d iscusses th e  fan tasy , th e  A m erican  peop le  d ev e loped  it on  the ir 
ow n. Fedo  w rites  ab o u t percep tio n s of the  past, a nostalg ic  lens th a t show  
A m erica as fo rm erly  a d ecen t a n d  respectfu l place, b u ild in g  these  percep tions
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off Santa C laus Coca-cola ads in  Life m ag az in e  an d  th e  covers of The Saturday 
Evening Post (Fedo 73). T hese icons an d  im ages h e lp  A m ericans construct a p a s t 
th a t nev er existed . K eillor a n d  F edo  offer a h a n d fu l of exp lana tions for th is n eed  
to  fan tasize  ab o u t sm all-tow n  A m erica. K eillor suggests, " I 'm  su re  a lo t of 
peop le  th in k  th a t if they  lived  in  a sm all to w n  th en  th ey  w o u ld  be w h a t they  
im ag ine  a sm all-tow n  p e rso n  is like. A  perso n  w hose  life is som ehow  sim pler 
th a n  the ir o w n " (qtd. in  Fedo 195). F edo  believes th is desire  g ives peop le  h o p e  
for peace an d  qu ie t a n d  a less ove rw h e lm in g  w orld : Still, w e ho ld  o u t hope. A nd  
w h a t w e h o p e  for is a fu tu re  th a t m ig h t som ehow  be like the p a s t w e th ink  w e 
rem em ber. A n d  if w e rem em b er w ell enough , o u r h o p ed -fo r p a s t becom es real 
to  us, an d  lives on  in  sto ries (Fedo 73). T he lan g u ag e  h e  u ses  even  evokes the 
ru le s  of G a im an 's  American Gods un iverse , in  w h ich  beliefs m an ifest them selves 
as changes in  th e  physica l w orld .
B ut American Gods also illu stra tes the  lim its of th e  p o w er of faith. 
B lom qvist describes G a im an 's  social c ritique of th e  novel as one th a t m ocks the 
se lf-referen tia lity  of A m erican  cu ltu re , th e  u se  of self-referencing  to  p rove  
veracity  (B lom qvist 7). In  o th er w ords, L ak esid e 's  residen ts , an d  non-fic tional 
A m erica b y  extension, n ev e r refer o u ts id e  of th e  fiction th ey 'v e  created, 
accep ting  the  scope of w h a t th ey  see as in h e ren tly  true. Yet G aim an  reveals m ore  
an d  m ore  of th e  to w n 's  d a rk  side u n til th e  re ad e r n o  longer can believe in  the 
idea l A m erican  life. C h ad  M ulligan  lends S hadow  h is tim e an d  assistance, b u t 
p e rh a p s  on ly  to  inves tiga te  a stranger. S hadow  im m ed ia te ly  a d o p ts  a defensive 
m indse t, b u t caves in  to friend liness d u e  to  th e  cold (G aim an 263). W hile 
M u lligan  o u tw a rd ly  offers h is  good  w ill, h e  also com m ents, "L ong  as you  d o n 't  
n e e d  m e  to  d rive  a ge taw ay  car for y o u r b an k  robbery  I'll h a p p ily  take  you  
w h erev e r you  n e e d  to  go" (G aim an 265). The to w n  succeeded  in  calling  fo rth  
p leasan t m em ories  in  S h ad o w 's  past, b u t it also d red g es  u p  u n p le a sa n t ones as 
w ell, as M u llig a n —prob ab ly  th ro u g h  H in ze lm an n 's  in flu en ce—o ffh an d ed ly  
an d  u n k n o w in g ly  accuses S hadow  of the  crim e th a t sen t h im  to prison . H is 
susp ic ions continue, even  after ge ttin g  to  k n o w  S hadow  as a friend . W hen  
A llison M cG overn  d isap p ea rs , M u lligan  asks h im  ou trigh t, "You can hon estly  
say  you  d id n 't  k id n ap  her, rape  her, m u rd e r  her, an y th in g  like th a t?"  (G aim an 
316) T his echoes K eillo r's sen tim en ts ab o u t sm all-tow n  xenophobia . W hile any  
re s id en t of L akeside  could  h ave  com m itted  sim ilar c rim es—a n d  in  fact m ost 
k id n ap p e rs  a n d  rap is ts  k n o w  their v ictim s — L akeside suspects th e  ou tsider.
G aim an  com pletely  sh a tte rs  th e  id ea  of closeness of com m un ity  b y  the 
e n d  of th e  novel. H e  reveals th a t th e  to w n  h a d  n o  know ledge  of the  an n u a l 
sacrifices, an d  M ulligan  seem ing ly  h a d  n o  kn o w led g e  ab o u t the  circum stances 
of h is  fa th e r 's  death , o r th a t h is fa ther h a d  also d iscovered  H in z e lm a n n 's  secret 
(G aim an 566). A s fu rth e r ev idence th a t S hadow  h as destro y ed  th e  u to p ian
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illusion, H in ze lm an n  calls u p o n  M u llig an 's  he lp , re ly ing  on  th e  xenophobic  
susp ic ion  of ou ts iders:
"You got to arrest him. H e said he w as going to  kill m e," said 
H inzelm ann, a scared old m an  in  a dusty  den. "Chad, I'm  pleased you 're 
here."
"N o," said C had M ulligan. "You're not." (Gaim an 569)
W h en  H in ze lm an n  a ttem p ts  to p rey  on  a rea l-w o rld  xenophobia , h e  sha tte rs  the 
percep tio n s of the  to w n  th a t h e  m a in ta in ed  for so long. Ironically , th is  allow s 
M ulligan  to  ab an d o n  th a t susp ic ion  of ou ts id e rs  an d  tu rn  on  H inze lm ann , the 
rea l cu lprit, ra th e r th a n  Shadow . S h ad o w 's  inc lusion  in to  the  L akeside 
com m un ity  com es a t th e  p rice  of belief in  th a t inclusion, w h ich  fu rth e r 
em p h asizes  th e  d issonance  be tw een  percep tion  an d  reality .
T he fan tastical e lem en ts of American Gods p a in t a p ic tu re  of A m erica 
th a t w e can 't u su a lly  see. M ost peop le  d o n 't  p re sen t an y th in g  so abstrac t as the ir 
beliefs for tra n sp a re n t exam ination , y e t th ey  often  define  the ir iden tities 
relig iously ; they 'll a tten d  n o t on ly  re lig ious rituals, b u t also social even ts w ith  
o thers  of th e ir re lig ion . C rea ting  a fan tasy  A m erica w h ere  these  abstractions 
becom e physica l h e lp s  red u ce  beliefs to  sym bols a n d  m etap h o rs , easier to 
u n d e rs ta n d  a n d  exam ine, an d  G aim an  d rew  L akeside artfu lly  en o u g h  th a t it 
reflects the  abstrac t beliefs of read e rs  as w ell as characters. W hile a t heart, 
American Gods dep ic ts a lite ra l q u es t to  p ro tec t the  existence of th e  d iv ine  sp irits 
b ro u g h t to  A m erica, th ey  face o p p o n en ts  n o t com m only  th o u g h t of as relig ions. 
T he N ew  G ods, such  as M ed ia  an d  Technology, offer m o d e rn  peop le  n e w  
m e th o d s  of iden tity , n e w  com m unities to  join, an d  id eas of com m unities; 
w h e th e r th ey  exist a t a church  social, online, o r even  as an  abstrac t " fandom ," 
th ey  p re sen t peop le  w ith  a geograph ica l concep tualiza tion  of these  g ro u p  
iden tities . L ikew ise, L akeside , W isconsin  u ses  an  abstrac t g eo g rap h y  to  tu rn  a 
belief in to  a sense of iden tity ; an  id en tity  linked  to  o thers  w h o  share  th e  d ream  
of th e  u to p ia n  sm all A m erican  to w n  an d  th e  values it su p p o sed ly  em bodies. It 
canno t exist an y w h ere  on  a realistic  m ap , because  it exists as a g o d  in  itself, 
separa te  from  the  kobo ld  ch ild -god  H inze lm ann . T he to w n  req u ires  belief an d  
w orsh ip , a n d  it figh ts for its o w n  existence th e  sam e w ay  W ed n esd ay 's  clan  and  
th e  N ew  G ods figh t for theirs.
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